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Witchcraft at the British Museum - Tapescript 
 

“Right, well this is Irving back in the British Museum with you Natasha, talking about 
witchcraft. You have to understand witchcraft is a very old thing indeed, and in ancient 
Mesopotamia, in Babylonia, they had witches and wizards too and people thought they were 
responsible for all sorts of horrible things, like being sick, being ill, losing all your money, your 
house falling down. And if you thought there was a witch after you, what you did was you 
went to a special magician who knew what to do, and they made a figurine out of wax. Okay, 
and they stuck in a bit of fingernail, or a bit of hair from the naughty person, and then with all 
sorts of magic words they set fire to the wax and it all melted, and when that happened the 
witch was supposed to shrivel up and be useless and never trouble you again. So it’s a very 
old idea and that’s how they used to deal with it. 

 

Most things on view in the British Museum are to do with good magic by people who 
protected other people, they looked after them, and they dealt with evil magic. I’ve seen in 
museum drawers a sheep’s heart from the nineteenth century which was stuffed full of iron 
nails so it looked like a pin-cushion, and this was buried somewhere by somebody with all 
sorts of horrible ideas at the back of their mind, and that’s the sort of thing that witches in 
ancient times, or medieval times, used to use very often to wreak evil magic. But I don’t think 
there’s much like that on exhibition. 

 

In the Egyptian galleries there’s lots of magic things for good purposes, to make people 
better, to make them well, to get rid of your enemies, but nothing quite so gruesome as the 
stuffed sheep’s heart with iron through the middle. And it’s probably true that in lots of 
different places and lots of different times in history, in villages, and places in the country, 
there’s usually an old woman who lives in a tumble-down cottage, who knows all about plants 
and other ideas, and what the weather means and what you can tell from the behaviour of 
animals, and the right time to do things, and might give you a spell if you needed one, 
especially if you were in love with someone who didn’t take any notice of you, and all that 
kind of thing. And probably there have always been women like that, I know one or two 
myself, but they’re not actually on exhibition in any of the cases here I have to tell you.” 

 


